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TO:

BENJAMIN L. HOOKS
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

FROM:

JOHN J. JOHNSO ..
DIRECTOR, VOT~~~tA~~~~,,;EPARTMENT

FYI:

WILLIAM E. POLLARD,( iERRY

DATE:

MARCH 14, 1988

RE:

THE KERNER COMMISSION REPORT

f)+-£-1)2~~~
GUES~D

WALTER MORRISON

In response to your memorandum of March 3, 1988 on the Kerner
Commission Report questions, I have attempted to gather data using
responsible and credible resources that I feel adequately address the
Report.
For your review, I have attached a survey that points out how
Black Americans see their current conditions.

Business Week, March 14,

1988, pp. 65.
Obviously, as you have often pointed out in your addresses
regarding progress "One would be foolish not to acknowledge that
considerable change has occurred over the past 20 years . "

An observation, however, is that while laws regarding open
housing, public accommodations, non-discrimination in employment, etc.
have been adopted, during this same 20-year period, the effect of these
laws have been diluted by half-hearted enforcement, a declining economy
and lack of essential leadership and support for Affirmative Action
from the highest levels of the federal government.

Escalating cost has

placed adequate housing and higher education out of reach for many
Black Americans without some government support program.

-2Therefore, to some degree, the argument can be made that the more
things have changed the more they have remained the same.
The Business Week article pointed out that, "Since the 1960s, when
only 13% of blacks were deemed middle-class, black incomes hav e soar ed .
A third of all black families today earn $25,000 to $50,000 placing
them squarely in the statistical ranks of the middle class.
But even for middle-class blacks, grave inequities persist.
Indeed, there are disturbing signs that progress has peaked for blacks
across the spectrum.
At 12% of the U. S. population, blacks still are more financial
vulnerable than white.
in similar occupations.

Their wages and salaries trail those of whites
They are out of work longer and more often.

They more frequently must depend on two incomes to maintain a family's
standard of living.

And only a smattering of black managers has moved

beyond middle levels of responsibility and clout.
Certainly, though, affirmative action targets for minority hiring
and promotions have been under open assault by the Reagan
Administration .

Loud cries for lean-and-mean management threaten

employment in three areas where the black middle class ins
concentrated:

government posts, high-paying manufacturing jobs, and

staff positions in the private sector.

Worse, black educational gains

have stalled.
Nationally, the high-school dropout rate for blacks has declined
since the 1960s, but in some inner-city communities it approaches 50%.
With the quality crisis in city schools, the high cost of tuition, and
sharp cuts in minority financial aid, only 26% of blacks who do finish
high school go to college, down from 33% in 1976.
grads, 37% go .

Of white high-school
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As fewer blacks finish college, graduate school enrollments have
declined.

The number of emerging black teacher, PhDs, physicians, and

lawyers is falling.

Black registration in MBA programs, increasingly a

prerequisite for top corporate management, peaked in the early 1980s
and is stalled at only 3.7%.

In all, fewer blacks are traveling the

upward mobility trail blazed in the 1960s.
Black families often have little to fall back on.

With most

blacks barred from higher-paying jobs until relatively recently, their
accumulated wealth is minuscule.

A 1984 Census Bureau study found

median black household net worth to be only $3,397, one-eleventh of the
white median.

A full 30% of black household have zero or negative net

worth.
Even solidly middle-class households--with incomes over $4,000 a
month -- have a median net worth 54% below white households with
similar incomes, according to the National Urban League.

The public

sector has given minorities highly paid, stable jobs over the years.
Indeed, among blacks, two-thirds of female professionals and half of
male professionals are in public-sector jobs.

As budget-conscious

government offices, agencies, and school districts tighten their belts,
these positions are threatened, and so is future job creation.

A

survey by the Federal Government Service Task Force found that during
cut-backs by federal agencies in the early 1980s, minority workers were
laid off at a 50% greater rate than whites.
Uncertainty, too, has sliced through the ranks of blacks with
high-paying factory jobs, which do not require a college degree but
often provide middle-class incomes.

Restructuring and cost - cutting

have forced many high- wage industries to slash payrolls.

New

-4servi ce-se ctor jobs more than replaced the 1.8 million manufacturing
positions lost from 1979 to 1986 -- but u s ually at significantly l owe r
wages.
Virtually every black person functioning in a white environment,
of course, at one time or another deals with prejudice or just plain
discomfort from co-workers and supervisors. "America is not
color-blind.

Race still matters. "

A resurgence of racial hostilities

on college campuses has ominous overtones.

In corporations, the sparse

representation of blacks, particularly at higher levels, raises doubts
that America is "equal enough" to abandon targeted hiring and promotion
policies."
The story concludes acknowledging that it "would have been
unthinkable in the 1960s.
just mood.

But that was a different day - - in more than

The Civil Rights movement may have paved the way for black

progress, but it was the Vietnam era's vigorous economic growth that
made opportunities .

In the 1960s , there were a lot of jobs available.

Whites could afford to share them.
As jobs become scarcer, the willingness to share them diminishes.
"Affirmative action becomes harder and more controversial with a
smaller pie." The tiny number of blacks at the pyramid's top will
symbolize unfulfilled promise for the black middle class -- and for the
millions who aspire to join it."
In the area of black political participation, the Joint Center for
Political Studies in its 1986 report noted that while "blacks continued
to make progress in winning e lectoral offic e, the rate of increase
remained far below the double-digit rates of the early 1970s.

This can

perhaps be explained by the fact that the great majority of blacks who

-5seek public off ice depend heavily on electoral support from other
blacks to win;

but there are fewer and fewer majority-black places

that do not already have black elected officials .

Thus, increasing the

number of black elected officials may require not only stricter
enforcement of laws protecting black voting rights but also an ability
on the part of black candidates for public office to attract more votes
from groups besides their own."
Since 1970, when the Joint Center for Political Studies (JCPS)
first began compiling data on the number of black elected officials
CBEOs) in the United States, the number of blacks elected to public
office has grown steadily each year.

Between January 1986 and January

1987, the number of black elected officials rose from 6,424 to 6,681
(an increase of 257).

Increases occurred in 33 states, while decreases

occurred 5 states and the Virgin Islands.

The totals for 12 states and

the District of Columbia did not change .
Seventy-one black elected officials took off ice in jurisdictions
where no black had ever before held office.

Sixty-three (88.7 percent)

of these are in the south; seven (9.9 percent) are in the north central
United States, and one (1.4 percent) is in the northeast. In 1986 for
the first time since reconstruction, Mississippi Delta voters elected a
black U. S. congressmember , and also for the first time, New Mexico's
voters elected a black to statewide office.

The seven-year absence of

black representatives in New Hampshir e 's legislature ended when a black
woman was elected to that state's General Assembly .
Despite the overall gain and the increasing visibility of black
elected officials at the statewide level, fewer than 1.5 percent of all
elected offices in the United States are held by black Americans, who
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const i tute 11 percent of the country's total population.

Moreover, the

rate of growth of black elected officials was lower last year than it
had been in the previous year.

Thus, although the number of blacks in

public office in 1987 was higher than ever before, much and faster
progress remains to be made .
During the past years, NAACP members in various parts of the
country have protested, lobbied, been beaten, jailed and some have even
died for the right to fully participate in the political process.
In the last ten years, our members have fought successfully for
the extension of the Voting Rights Act, have filed law suits
challenging unfair voting practices, have promoted high school
registration programs and conducted marches throughout the country to
raise awareness and encourage interest in voting among blacks .
Their efforts have played a major role to get us to the point we
have reached today with 6,681 BEO in 1987.

Among that which includes:

23 Black membe rs U. S. House of Representatives
1 Black Lieutenant Governor

311 Black State Representatives
303 Black Mayors
1,475 Black Local School Board Members

Despite this progress, our branches all over the nation on
fighting continued efforts to dil u te black Political Participation such
as :
- Local reapportionment.
- At-large elections.
- Single shot voting .
- Annexation issues, including the failure to annex minority

-7properties, the annexation of adjacent white properties to
increase white voting strength, and the deannexation of
minority property.
- Inaccessibility of registrars and other barriers to
registration.
- Gerrymandering.
- Malapportionment.
- Threats and harassment to voters.
- Failure to provide or allow assistance to illiterate voters,
whether at the polls or by absentee ballot.
- Absence of minority poll workers or managers at the polls.
Changes in polling and other electoral procedures including,
for example, moving polling places or changing the standard
order of names on ballots.
Majority vote requirements requiring a run-off election where
a candidate fails to win election by a majority.
As black elected and public officials have increased in the past
20 years many feel that their has been a conscience attack on black
political leadership in American.

Many reports indicate that Blacks

have become the targets of selective investigations and prosection to
neutralize or discourage black leadership that challenges the existing
institutionalized racist social order.
In reflecting on the Black family the NAACP's Black Family Summit
Report issued in May, 1984 points out many of the major problems that
require our national attention.
The Childrens Defense Fund in its 1988 report noted that:
"Contrary to popular perception, black women of all ages are

-8having fewer babies .

But, like white women, they are having more of

them out of wedlock .

Unlike white women, they lack enough

"marriageable," (i.e., employed) men to form stable two-parent
families .

As a result, 60 percent of all black babies today are bor n

to never-married single mothers and two out of three children in black
female-headed households (67.1 percent) are poor.

In households headed

by mothers younger than 25, three out of four are poor.

If the share

of single births in the black community grows at the rate of the past
decade, by the year 2,000 only one black baby in five will be born to a
married mother.
A significant cause of this black family problem lies in the
eroding employment and wage base of young black men.

Only 26.5 percent

of a l l black mal e teens and 6 1. 3 percent of those 20 to 24 years old
were employed in 1986.

Between 1973 and 1986, the average real

(inflation-adjusted) annual earnings among black males ages 20 through
24 fell by nearly 50 percent (from $9,818 to $5,299 in 1985 dollars) .
After a period of significant progress between 1959 and 1979, the
status of black children is sliding backwards.

Today a b l ack baby is

seven or eight times more likely to be an AIDS victim than a white
baby, and minority teens (ages 15 to 19) are at highest risk for a
range of sexually transmitted diseases.

A black youth is five times

more likely than a white youth to end up in an institution.

Between

1979 and 1985, the number of .black youths in juvenile detention
facilities rose by 40 percent while the number of black youths entering
college immediate l y after high school graduation fell by 4 percent .
The federal government must play a leadi ng role in alleviating
black poverty and its consequences .
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Major steps should be taken to create targeted economic and
employment opportunities for unskilled black youths.

In reflecting on violence in America, an equally alarming concern
during this 20-year period has been the continuing racist violence on
Black Americans.

A mean spirited infusion of racism has been growing

among white American youth as refl e cted by the Jr. KKK, the Skinheads,
Neo-Nazi, the establishment of para-military camps, etc.
In San Jose, the Skinheads threatened to hang a black woman who
was attempting to enter a public park.

In another Bay Area community,

a teenage boy was thrown through a plate-glass window when he tried to
stop a group of them from pasting up an anti-Semitic poster.

In

Chicago, one of their leaders was indicted after a spree of
anti-Semitic vandalism.

The bizarre force behind the wave of racist

incidents: skinheads , loosely organized groups of violent youths who
may be emerging as the kiddie corps of the neo-Nazi movement.

Declares

Los Angeles Detective Michael Brandt bluntly: "They are a threat to the
moral fiber of our society."
The rampage of young toughs is the latest manifestation of racial
violence that has resurfaced during the Reagan years.

In 1984, members

of the right-wing terrorist group the Order assassinated Denver Talk
Show Host Alan Berg , then went on a year-long spree of robbery and
destruction.

In 1982, in

Cl~veland,

a member of the racist group Aryan

Nations murdered two blacks and a white man he mistakenly though was
Jewish.

This year , the National Council of Churches warned that such

violence had reached "epidemic proportions" of the U. S. The brutal
tally between 1980 a nd 1986: 121 murders, 302 assaults and 301 cross

-10burnings .

Concluded the council report: "Bigoted violence has become

the critical criminal- justice issue of the late 1980s."
It s hould be noted that several years leading to the 1968 Kerner
Commi ssion Report the NAACP released various reports addressing many of
the concerns t hat the Kerner Report addressed .
paid little or no attention to our positions.

However, the nation
Some of those reports

included:
TITLE

PUBLISHED

"Target for 1963 -- Goals of the Fight for Freedom" March 1, 1954
"The Meaning of the Sit-ins"

September,1960

"What Now? One Negro Leader Answers"

August, 1964

"Roy Wilkins Speaks Out "

January, 1962

"Sail Our NAACP Ship-Steady As She Goes"

July, 1966

The NAACP has in the last ten years released many r eports such as
the ones listed bel ow.

Again, the white dominated media and mo st white

government offi cials have been unresponsive to the civil rights
movement generally and the NAACP specifically and have created an
atmosphere that has helped perpetuate a conservative mode in t his
nation that has limited the impact of the NAACP Reports.

These reports

include:
TITLE
"NAACP Task Force on Africa"

PUBLISHED
1978

"NAACP Speaks to the Reagar:i Administration with
an Alternative Program Policies for Economic
Recovery"
"Black Family Summit Report"
"The 1977 NAACP Report on Quality Education

April, 1981
May, 1984

-11for Black Americans As Imperative"

1977

"Tell It - A Collection of Excerpts from the
1978 - 1987

NAACPs Executive Director Speeches

In their basic conclusion, the 1968 Kerner Report pointed out:
"Our nation is moving toward two societies, one black, one white
separate and unequal.
Reaction to last summer 's disorders has quickened the movement and
deepened the division.

Discrimination and segregati on have long

permeated much of American life; they now threaten the future of every
American.
This deepening racial division is not inevitable.
apart can be reversed .

Choice is still possible.

The movement

Our principal task

is to define that choice and to press for a national resolution.
To pursue our present course will involve the continuing
polarization of the American community and, ultimately, the destruction
of basic democratic values.
The alternative is not blind repression or capitulation to
lawlessness.

It is the realization of common opportunities for all

within a single society . "
The Report continued:
"What white Americans have never fully understood -- but what the
Negro can never forget - - is that white society is deeply implicated in
the ghetto.

White institutiqns created it, white institutions

maintain, it and white society condones it .
It is time now to turn with all the purpose at our command to the
major unfinished business of this nation.

It is time to adopt

strategies for action that will produce quick and visible progress .

It

-12-

is time t o make good the promises of American democracy to a ll citizens
urban and rural, white and black, Spanish- surname, American Indiana,
and every minority group .
Our rec ommendations embrace thre e basic principles :
o To mount p r ograms on a scale equal to the dimension of the
problems;
o To aim these programs for high impact in the immediate future
in order to close the g ap between promise and pe rformance;
o To undertake new initiatives and experiments that can change the
system of failure and frustration that now dominates the ghetto
and weakens our society .
The programs will require unprecedented l eve ls of funding and
performance , but they neither probe deep er nor demand more than the
problems which called them f o rth .

The re can be no higher priority for

national action and no higher claim on the nation's conscience.

During this 20-year period, the Great Society programs (War on
Poverty) provided a basic framework to address many of the issues
mentioned by the Kerner Commission Report.

However, before its firs t

full year of operation, the federal government had reniged on its
funding commitments and pitted black and low income communities against
each other as they were forced to compete for reduced resources thereby
diluting their ability to

ef~ectively

impact on an oppressive, racist

and economically unjust society.
Some argue that in light of the fact that a even more drastic
reduction in resources for the "War on Poverty" occurred after the
release of the Kerner Report that these cuts were in retaliation to the

-13report's findings.

These actions resulted in many black Americans

chasing a dream for a Great Society that ended, not reflecting maximum
feasible misunderstanding on the part of the oppressed, but rather
ended in a nightmare of maximum feasible manipulation on the part of
the oppressor to keep our communities poor, divided and conquered .
I have not had time to compare the reports findings with current
census data.

However, the following figures show that while blacks

have made progress, large gaps between black and white Americans still
persist.
ISSUE
Household Income
1985 Median

BLACK

WHITE

14,819

24,908

45%

67.7%

Net Worth - 1984
Household Median

3,39 7

39,135

College Graduates
Among Ages 25- 29 - 1985

11.5%

23.2%

5.7%

11 . 8%

Home Ownership
% Owner-occupied
Housing Units 1983

Managers
% of Workforce - 1986

To a large degree, the Kerner Commission Report could have been
written in 1988 and with few exceptions concluded many of the same
findings .
Indeed, every step forward in the past 20 years has been met with
resistance and efforts to push us two steps back by elements of the
majority race in this country.
During the height of the slave movement in this country, blacks
were required to go through a "s easoning period" the period lasted from
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three to four years -- where their backs and spirits were broken in
order to transform the Africans into American slaves.
If it were not for the efforts of hundreds of NAACP chapters in
communities small and large across America to fight back the racist a nd
regressive tide, our race may have well caved in during the past 20
years of "seasoning" on the part of the oppressor to "keep us in our
place" of a divided nation moving toward two societies -- one black,
one white -- separate and unequal.
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